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In mid-November, several newspapers in the US described Honduras as a risky place to travel or
invest, causing heated reactions from business and government leaders, even though the ratings
placed Honduras in a relatively favorable position ahead of other Central American countries. The
stories were based on a report released by the US State Department several months earlier that
estimated the degree of risk involved for travel and investment in 17 countries around the world.
According to versions of the report published in November by The Wall Street Journal and other US
publications, Honduras was in the second of five levels of increasing risk. In the top level, the least
risky group of countries included the US, Canada, and Japan, while in the fifth level were the most
risky places to do business such as Iran, Iraq, and Burundi.
Honduras was placed in the second level along with the United Kingdom, Italy, Greece, and other
European countries. Because of "occasional problems" in these second-level countries, the report
warned foreigners to be aware of local conditions but did not suggest any restrictions on travel. The
rating for Honduras was based in part on a series of violent incidents, including the explosion of
bombs in the legislative building and in the offices of Ramon Custodio, head of the human rights
agency Comite para la Defensa de los Derechos Humanos (CODEH).
Another bomb was also found in the headquarters of the Partido Liberal. Also influencing the rating
were general political and economic conditions, such as discontent with austerity measures imposed
by the government and especially the rising cost of staple foods (see NotiCen, 09/05/96). Responding
to the risk rating, Juan Bendeck, president of the private enterprise council (Consejo Hondureno de
la Empresa Privada, COHEP), said he was concerned that the publicity about the State Department
rating would inhibit future foreign investment. "This is a regrettable report, especially since it came
out just when private enterprise and the government are making efforts to re-establish confidence
and attract investment," said Bendeck. The rating is particularly damaging because it comes on top
of problems in the maquila sector and weaknesses in public security that have already received
negative coverage in the international media (see NotiCen, 09/19/96).
Nevertheless, Bendeck used the uproar over the ratings to urge unity among businesses, labor,
and campesino associations to deal with Honduran problems. "How can the country attract foreign
investment when its own investors lack confidence in the investment climate?" asked Bendeck. In
a statement that seemed to be more negative than the State Department rating, Bendeck added
that extremists in the political arena were leading the country toward anarchy. Attorney General
Edmundo Orellana also complained about the ratings but admitted that in Tegucigalpa serious
public- security problems exist and in San Pedro Sula the situation is even worse. He blamed much
of the rising crime rate on conditions in neighboring countries that have recently fought fratricidal
wars. Honduras is not at war, "but we are paying the consequences," he said.
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Other responses took a more xenophobic and conspiratorial view of the ratings. The Foreign
Ministry's vice minister of economy, Sergio Nunez, said the media reports were not only based
on outdated information, but sinister interests were behind the ratings, which were aimed at
scaring off foreign investment in Honduras. Jorge Reina, head of the Partido Liberal, blamed the
rating on unnamed "foreign groups," and complained that Honduras had been given a highrisk rating, almost on a par with Afghanistan. He and other commentators overstated the risk
assigned to Honduras, however. Afghanistan was actually rated considerably lower than Honduras,
in level four, along with Guatemala, Haiti, Brazil, Colombia, and Bosnia. In these countries, the
State Department advised against travel except when necessary and rated the risk as "strong." By
comparison, Honduras received a higher rating than most countries in Latin America.
Likewise, a more recent report, published in October by the Worldwide Threat and Travel Advisory
firm, put Honduras ahead of Costa Rica, Nicaragua, and Guatemala, as well as some South
American countries, in order of risk. Furthermore, a recent statement by the Central Bank indicated
that the pace of foreign investment in Honduras has not fallen off recently. The rating affair also
elicited positive commentary from government officials. Treasury Minister Juan Ferrara said the
government should look for ways to attract investors. The government's job is to "establish the
proper conditions for investment," he said. He recommended a reduction in the cost of credit
and other measures to improve the overall economic picture and end the current economic crisis.
[Sources: El Tiempo (honduras), 11/13/96, 11/14/96, 11/18/96]
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